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Justice Denied for Battered Immigrant Women

The Department of Homeland Security is considering a policy change 
that would harm immigrant women who are abused by husbands who 
are U.S. citizens.

Anabel Lee | March 10, 2008 | web only

Monica Bejar, 37, lived in fear for over a decade. She came to the U.S. from Mexico illegally in 

1989, and shortly thereafter married a permanent resident who turned violent and started 

drinking heavily during their first year of marriage. Over the years, her husband would offer to 

set her immigration papers straight, only to rip up the forms during bouts of rage.  
 
"He would betray me all the time so I was afraid, not so much to go back to Mexico because I 

have family there, but to lose my children," Bejar recalled. "I was always afraid that because he 

was legal here that he would take them away from me." Finally in 2004, Bejar began petitioning 

for lawful immigration status under the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA), and was 

approved. She now owns her own business, and her three daughters feel more secure knowing 

their mother will always be nearby. 

But in the future, women with Bejar's experience might not be able to seek the same relief under 

VAWA. In yet another example of how pervasive anti-immigrant rhetoric has gotten over the 

past year, the Department of Homeland Security is currently reconsidering how VAWA applies 

to certain undocumented immigrants. U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) is 

pushing for a narrower reading of the act, which would have draconian consequences for some 
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having an approved petition for classification as a VAWA self-petitioner may be adjusted" to 

permanent residency regardless of the manner of entry. It further clarifies that these VAWA self-

petitioners are exempt from bars to adjustment that are usually associated with unlawful entry. 

"As someone else put it, doesn't USCIS have somebody else they can go after and harass? Why 

would you decide that this is the place to draw the line in the sand?" asked Bowyer, the Oakland 

attorney. 

If the anticipated policy change becomes reality, a significant subgroup of immigrant women 

who have proven themselves to be victims of domestic violence -- and have been thoroughly 

vetted by immigration authorities specially trained in domestic violence -- will lose access to 

police, restraining order protections, child custody determinations, as well as child support 

orders. They will subsequently be discouraged from trying to access justice and safety, 

terrorized into staying with abusive spouses, and forced to raise their children in the midst of 

violence. 

Bejar put it more bluntly: "These women will live in the shadows."

By Jessica Wakeman 
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